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Q: Today is the 16th of November, 2004. This is an interview with Frederick A. Becker,
that's B-E-C-K-E-R, you go by Rick, is that correct?

BECKER: Yes.

Q: This is being done on behalf of the Association of Diplomatic Studies and Training and
I'm Charles Stuart Kennedy. All right, well, Rick, let's kind of start at the beginning. Could
you tell me when and where you were born and then we'll talk a bit about your parents.

BECKER: I was born in 1943 in St. Louis, Missouri, and lived there until | was nine years
old. The family relocated to California, as so many other families did in the post-World War
Il period, and we settled in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Q: Okay. Well, let's start and tell me about the Becker side of the family, your father's side
of the family, where they came from.

BECKER: My father was the first U.S.-born generation of Beckers. His parents, a Jewish
family, emigrated from Poland. My grandfather was a great storyteller, who elaborated on
his own stories. One could never tell which version was closest to the truth. He claimed he
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was conscripted into the czarist army for 25 years. He saw an opportunity to escape this
sentence by bribing a border guard. Moving west, he settled in St. Louis where a relative
had previously migrated.

Q: What sort of work or business was he in?

BECKER: My earliest recollection was that he ran a Jewish delicatessen in downtown

St. Louis. He and my grandmother worked side-by-side behind the counter. When my
grandfather first arrived in St. Louis, he had gone to work in the then-thriving shoe
manufacturing industry, putting in 12-14 hour days and studying English at night. During
the Depression he ran an ice cream shop, where my father and his sister claimed they

ate up most of the profits. When the family moved to California in 1952 my grandfather
followed and opened up a restaurant in San Francisco. He was a delicatesseneer, a
restaurateur if you will. His San Francisco restaurant's claim to fame was that it was a
favorite of the jazz musicians who played the Black Hawk night club down the street. The
Black Hawk was a famous jazz spot in San Francisco during the 40's and 50's. So artists
like Cal Tjader, Dave Brubeck, Stan Getz, Louis Bellson, would pop in for a meal after their
last set, around midnight. It was past my bedtime, so | never had the chance to meet these
celebrities.

Q: Where did his wife come from, your grandmother?

BECKER: They came from the same Polish town, called Radom, which I'm told was
predominantly Jewish. Although my grandparents and their immediate family immigrated
to the States before World War I, most of their relatives stayed in Europe and eventually
became victims of the Holocaust. Pockets of Beckers settled in Montreal, Canada and
South Africa. | never had any contact with them, but this is all part of my grandfather's
history of his own family.

Q: How about your father, where did he grow up?
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BECKER: My father grew up in St. Louis. He was the first college educated member of
his family. He first went to the University of Missouri, where he met my mother, and later
attended law school at Washington University in St. Louis. When World War 1l broke out,
he made the rounds of the armed services seeking to join up, but was deemed medically
unable to serve. During the war he worked as a lawyer for Curtiss-Wright, an aircraft
company with government contracts. The contracts terminated after the war ended, and
my father then went to work as a manager in his father-in-law's clothing business. He
resumed the practice of law later in life, after we relocated to California.

Q: Well, now, on your mother's side, where did her family come from?

BECKER: Her family came from the Ukraine, then also part of the Russian empire. They
too had their tales. My maternal grandparents knew each other as youths and immigrated
to the States prior to World War I. They settled initially in New York City, where my mother
was born. My maternal grandmother was one of 10 children and my paternal grandmother
was one of seven children, so | have a large extended family.

Q: Oh boy.

BECKER: Most of my maternal grandparents' relatives eventually settled in St. Louis. My
grandfather told tales of having been trained as a watchmaker, but as a youth in Russia
turned to anarchism. He apparently got into several scrapes because of bombs he said
he made about the time of the 1905 Revolution. Of course, when he came to the United
States, he had the qualities that made him a moderately successful capitalist.

Q: What sort of business was he in?

BECKER: At the time | was born, he owned and operated a woman's sportswear factory in
St. Louis, manufacturing women's suits and dresses. My father worked for his company for
atime.
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Q: How did your mother and father meet?

BECKER: They met at the University of Missouri, where they were both studying. She
also was the first college educated member on her side of the family. She transferred to
Washington University in St. Louis to study social work, and my father followed. They had
an extended engagement by today's standards, six or seven years, before they married in
1940.

Q: Good God.

Q: How Jewish was your family? | mean by the time they got down to your immediate
family.

BECKER: They observed all the holidays, attended Sabbath services every Friday

night, were socially active in their synagogue, and insisted that | have a “proper” Jewish
education. However, as members of the conservative branch of Judaism, they did not
keep kosher at home and the family's Judaism was probably more cultural and customary
than religious. Neither spoke Yiddish, as did all my grandparents.

Q: How far did that penetrate down to you? Did you have any brothers or sisters?

BECKER: | have a sister; she's a couple of years younger than | am. As far as | was
concerned, religion didn't penetrate very far. | opted out right after | was Bar Mitzvah at the
age of 13 and have not had second thoughts. My sister, however, never lost her Jewish
bearings, which actually intensified after college. She married twice, both times to non-
Jews, but has remained very active in her synagogue throughout her adult life. She lives in
Northern California.

Q: Well, then, you were about nine years or so when you moved?

BECKER: Yes.
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Q: Northern California, you mean San Francisco?

BECKER: On the San Francisco Peninsula, south of the City. | believe my father was
attracted to California as a land of opportunity and as a social antithesis to the life he led
in the very conservative Midwestern city where he was raised. My uncle, my mother's
brother, had served in the Army in the Pacific, where he worked on the early development
of radar for U.S. warplanes. Returning from the war, he stayed in California, attended
graduate school at Stanford, and wrote glowingly about economic opportunity in the
Golden State. My father was apparently captivated by this vision. He didn't want to spend
the rest of his life in his father-in-law's business. He wanted to get back to the practice

of law. He'd been admitted to the bar in Missouri, but circumstances had forced him to
put the practice of law on hold. The family migrated to California in bits and pieces. Both
sets of grandparents followed us out. My father's sister, husband and son joined us from
Chicago a couple of years later.

Q: What was the name of the locality where you settled?

BECKER: We lived in Palo Alto for a short time, later Atherton and Millorae — all south

of San Francisco. | recall we lived in the same house in Atherton for seven years until the
11th grade. For me, California was an obvious contrast to Missouri from the beginning.
Even at age 9, | noticed its multi-cultural, multi-racial composition. Missouri was a racially
segregated state until 1955, and | never encountered a black person until | moved to
California. The St. Louis suburb where | grew up, University City, was heavily Jewish, and
| recall most of my friends there were Jewish. | still remember my first day of school in
Palo Alto. My mother was escorting me to school, and | noticed a black girl about my age
across the street walking to school with her mom. My mom and | had a quick exchange. |
asked, “Do | have to go to school with her?” My mother in no uncertain terms said, “Yes,
you will.” That very day | brought my new best friend home from school, a Chinese or
Korean boy, I'm not sure which. Previously | had never seen an Asian, and blacks only at a
distance. It was an introduction to a very different social milieu in California. Even though |
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left California after completing my education to pursue work opportunities, California made
an indelible impact on my upbringing and outlook. I'm planning on moving back within the
next year.

Q: Tell me, in the first place at home, what was sort of the family atmosphere? Did you sit
around the table and discuss events or read at home, how did that work?

BECKER: We had a lot of books around, and my parents and grandparents had a high
regard for education and the arts. Both my folks were very active in school affairs as |
recall. Although my family was not wealthy, we went to museums and concerts. We took
vacations that had educational as well as recreational valuChicago, Lake of the Ozarks in
Missouri, and Lassen Volcanic Park in northern California. St. Louis had a summer open-
air municipal opera season, offering Broadway shows on tour. We saw a lot of them on
2nd and 3rd runs. | remember at the age of five or six going with my parents to see the
bright lights and hear the music. We continued this when we moved to Northern California.
San Francisco has an outdoor theater area called Sterns Grove, which offers opera,
shows and concerts. It was a regular part of our cultural diet. My father had played the
violin through college, and my mother was a pianist. It was assumed that my sister and |
would take up some musical instrument. | found | had minimal talent. | took up the violin
because one was around the house, gave it up after a year, and picked up the trumpet.

I moved on to the French horn in high school. My sister played the cello for a while. |
recollect it was much bigger than she was. Music was always there.

Q: What about reading? Do you recall any books, what kind of books were you reading?

BECKER: As a young boy, | was basically shy and found great satisfaction in books. |
think | read all the children's classics ever written. | also recall several books in particular
we had around the house. One was a gift from somebody, entitled Nature's Ways, with
full color plates and descriptions of various strange species of animal and plant life. I'd
go through it again and again. | still have that book. Also, we had a 1933 youth edition of
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Collier's Encyclopedia. The facts may have been dated, but the volumes were interspersed
with Greek myths, tales of medieval chivalry and historical vignettes that captured the
imagination. | devoured history books on the lives of heroes of the westward expansion

— Daniel Boone, Lewis and Clark, Kit Carson, Wild Bill Cody, Geronimo and Sitting Bull.

| was also into dinosaurs and collected sets of toy soldiers, then made of lead, from major
historic battles. I'm not sure where my interest in international affairs got sparked. For a
long while | wanted to be a paleontologist.

Q: Where did your family fall politically?

BECKER: | don't recall early on that we discussed politics a lot. We discussed baseball a
lot more at the table, but we did talk about many issues usually relating to taste, whether
food or books or something like that. | don't recall specifically how my political orientation
evolved. | do remember in the fourth grade, in 1952, the school tried to engage the
students in the national election campaiga kind of civics exercise. The student body was
quite divided between presidential candidates Eisenhower and Stevenson, and | found
myself very active on the Stevenson side of the house. Why, | don't know. | remember
reasoning that a soldier would make a poor president. | suspect my choice was tolerated
by my parents, who were socially quite conservative and leaned toward the Republicans.
My mother was a professional social worker. When | was born — my sister came along

a couple of years later — my mother dropped out of the work force and only picked her
profession again when we reached adolescence. She was an at-home mom during our
childhood. My father was a lawyer and worked in the business world. He always held
government at arm's length, although much of his legal career involved corporate contracts
with the U.S. military. During my teens, religion became a point of contention between

us. | guess | earned my badge of independence by arguing politics and religion with my
father. What religion was for my father, education was for me. When my younger daughter
entered her teens, many years later of course, she used to push my button whenever

she said she wasn't going to college. She knew that would touch a raw nerve. | probably
didn't fully connect the generational dots until years later. | pushed my father's button on
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religion pretty hard, but most of our exchanges on politics were pretty civilized. I still have
a fairly vivid recollection of the family viewing the Army-McCarthy hearings on TV in 1954.
Although | don't recall the precise context and probably did not grasp the critical issues

at hand, | did note that my otherwise conservative parents were worried to the extent

that McCarthy's Middle American anti-communism also hinted at Jewish responsibility for
America's ills.

Q: Did international affairs come in across your radar at all? We're talking about around
high school time.

BECKER: I was in high school from '57 to '61. Like all U.S. school children in the '50s, |
remember the “duck and cover” drills and bomb shelter programs that foolishly sought
to give us a sense of security from nuclear attack. The effects were quite the opposite in
practice.

Q: Duck and cover, yes.

BECKER: | wondered why and what was the point of all of this. If nuclear weapons had
such great destructive power, how we would survive a full-scale nuclear exchange? |
recalled the Eisenhower administration's strategic centerpiece, expounded by Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles, which sought to build up our nuclear arsenal as if to announce
we were prepared to employ nuclear weapons against any and all conceivable threats,
even conventional ones. Of course, we didn't use, or even threaten to use, these weapons
when confronted with Soviet repression in Poland and Hungary in 1956. Our supposed
nuclear threat was not a credible form of containing communism.

| remember picking up Kissinger's seminal work Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy a
couple of years after its publication in 1957. | was very much taken with his analysis of the
so-called “balance of terror,” an increasingly common phrase in those days. Kissinger, as
well as some of his contemporaries, argued that the quest for nuclear superiority and a
“first-strike capacity,” the foundation of Eisenhower's strategy, was politically destabilizing.
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The relative balance between the U.S. and Soviet nuclear arsenals could produce greater
stability, assuming there was also predictability on both sides. The book also opened

the door to the Kennedy administration's adoption of a more credible “flexible response”
military strategy. My early readings and understanding of international affairs were
molded by the realpolitik school of international politics, including the works of Kissinger,
Hans Morgenthau, George Kennan and others. Foreign policy and the dynamics of our
containment policy became one of my great intellectual passions in college. One of the
greatest influences on my professional life, one that pointed me toward a career rather
than just a love for history for its own sake, was diplomatic historian Raymond Sontag at
the University of California at Berkeley. He was a compiler of the Nazi war documents and
was one of the great raconteurs on the scope of European diplomatic history. He really
brought to life diplomatic personalities like Metternich, Disraeli, Bismarck and Clemenceau,
and the forces behind the German and Italian independence movements, off the dry
pages of the textbooks. | sensed that | wanted to be a part of the diplomatic world, but my
orientation at that time was much more toward academia.

Q: Now did Israel come into your orbit coming from a Jewish family and all, | mean over
this period there were all sorts of crises dealing with Israel.

BECKER: | was aware before high school of the 1956 Suez crisis, in which the United
States had supported Egypt in blocking Britain and France from reimposing their control
over the Suez Canal. The U.S. had lined up against Israel in that confrontation. My father
was mildly anti-Zionist, as | recall. He did not share the Zionist conviction that Israel was
the destiny, the future home and the focal point for Jewish life. My parents and, | presume,
my grandparents considered that as Jews they enjoyed the most ample protection of
human rights in the United States. Of course, Israel during its first couple of decades of
existence was pretty strife-ridden and very insecure. For my parents support for Israel
was a worthy, if not essential, foreign policy goal for the U.S., but they fell well short of
accepting the Zionist principle of unswerving, uncritical support for the Jewish state and
its policies. As one of the very few international crises in which the U.S. did not support
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Israel, Suez no doubt anguished most U.S. Jews, but | don't recall it changing my family's
lukewarm attitude toward Zionism.

Q: Did Latin America, which turned out to be the area you ended up dealing with most, did
that cross your mind at all?

BECKER: Not at all. During the years | grew up in California, the Latino/Hispanic, and
more specifically the Mexican, influence was not that visible. California boasted Spanish
place names, and the school history books did treat the Spanish colonial experience after
a fashion, but a living, identifiable Latino culture was not an obvious feature in Northern
California where | grew up. There were very few Latinos that lived in our community or
went to my schools, and those prominent in politics, business or the arts were rather
rare. The Latinos, like Afro-Americans in many respects, were a marginal caste. | didn't
know any personally until | got to college. Latin America was very far from my intellectual
interest, which was Europe and Soviet affairs — countries where my grandparents had
come from. Moreover, the big strategic issues that dominated the headlines at that time
did not involve Latin America.

Q: What about when you were in both elementary and high school, what subjects were
you good at and what were you bad at?

BECKER: | was bad at handwriting.
Q: Thank God for the computer, right?

BECKER: Yes, | couldn't wait for the development of the computer to save myself. | was a
good student but rather shy. My report cards always said, “The kid's got a lot to contribute,
but he's very quiet and could participate more.” | won a spelling bee in the fourth grade,
which probably shocked my parents because | was pretty withdrawn as a child. | had a
close circle of friends, but by no means was popular or outgoing. | focused on my studies,
and | was a straight-A student all through high school. | think my sister was very much the

Interview with Frederick A. Becker http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001321



Library of Congress

same way. | was good at all subjects, except perhaps art and music where my desire was
limited by my lack of ability. | thought | was particularly strong in the sciences and math
until I had my comeuppance as a freshman in college. | ended up changing my major from
biochemistry to history.

Q: Wise choice.
BECKER: It was that C in chemistry and the D in calculus.
Q: Well, in high school did you have extracurricular activities, get involved in those, too?

BECKER: | did to a certain degree. | went to four different high schools. It was a pretty
disruptive period. We moved twice, and a new high school opened up, so there was
continual movement. The ability to participate in extracurricular activities; your acceptance
as part of a group, an organized group, was always uncertain. | went out for track my
freshman year, but | was cold-blooded and had some lingering effects of childhood
asthma that affected my conditioning. When training began in February or March, | refused
the coach's order to take off my sweats and get serious. | walked off the team without
apologizing and never came back. | was fairly active in some of the more intellectual extra-
curriculars in high school, such as theater and music. | tried out for the basketball team

as a junior in high school. | was very tall for my age in junior high, where | went out for
basketball and track. Eventually other kids started growing and passed me by, and by high
school | was too small and slow for interscholastic sports. | did enjoy intramurals, however,
where | found | was surprisingly aggressive on the basketball court. When | was a senior,

| collided with another player and literally destroyed my left knee. This kept me out of PE
and ROTC in college, and | remained out of sports generally for 15 years after that.

Q: You graduated from high school in what year?

BECKER: '61.
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Q: Did the Kennedy-Nixon election engage you, it engaged many young people.

BECKER: It did very much. The presidential race engaged a lot of us because it was

so tightly contested and because it presented a clear choice. It was of course the first
presidential election that was televised in a serious way, particularly the debates, which
were critical to Kennedy's victory. Kennedy's image was that of an internationalist,
somebody who had a vision. Nixon, however, seemed a discredited holdover of an
administration that did not meet the challenges of the '50s, especially in the international
realm. Moreover, Nixon's shabby campaign tactics as he rose to prominence in California
were abhorrent to me. From my fourth grade political awakening as a Stevenson
supporter, | became a lifelong Democrat, a lifelong liberal Democrat at that.

Q: In '61 you went to college. Where did you go?

BECKER: | was fortunate to get a full academic scholarship to Washington University in
St. Louis, where my parents had gone. | had some relatives there, but I did not have a
very happy freshman year. | found myself in the wrong major. My love of playing bridge
became a consuming passion. Playing it every waking hour earned me a few master
points but nearly blew my grade point average. | chalked the year up to personal growth
and transferred in my sophomore year to the University of California in Berkeley, where |
had a new start and a new major.

Q: Did you find when you were in St. Louis, Missouri, did you find you were having
been born there at all, was this almost a strange country when you went back after your
California experience?

BECKER: It was. | found a lot of truth in what my father had said about St. Louis, or
Midwestern, society that had led him to move the family to California years earlier.
Compared with the California | knew, Midwestern society seemed stultified and stratified.
Your bloodlines seemed much more important than your merit or ambitions. There was a
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clear dividing line at Washington University between “town and gown.” Those of us who
lived in the dormitories were all out-of-townies; the rest of the student population was from
the St. Louis metropolitan area. There was little social contact between the two groups.
Despite some desultory efforts by my relatives to bring me into their social circles, | found
myself hanging out with my dorm-mates. My roommate was an architecture student from
rural Missouri. We didn't have that much in common, so somehow | gravitated to a group
of Third World students, mainly Tunisians as | recall, who were avid soccer players. After
the games the crowd would socialize together, or climb into a car headed for East St.
Louis, Belleville, Alton, or some other “sin city” in lllinois to hang out in blues joints. At

age 18 we couldn't legally drink, but we sure could listen. I discovered classical blues.
Most of the clubs featured black musicians, no doubt making their way up the Mississippi
River from the South to northern cities where they sought fame, fortune and tolerance. The
lllinois towns were a way-station on the road to success for a number of them. There were
some pretty hot acts as | recall. Maybe B.B. King was one of them, but certainly a number
of his contemporaries passed through there and we had the opportunity to hear and enjoy
them. This was a cultural awakening for me.

Q: Did you find that in Missouri did being Jewish make a difference or not. In some places
it does, in some places it doesn't.

BECKER: | actually grew up in a disproportionately Jewish suburb of St. Louis. My
freshman year at college was a bit artificial, and being Jewish was something one
accepted, or sublimated in my case. It made no impression on me, though | tried to avoid
getting wrapped up in my local relatives' religious rituals. | was always conscious of not
wishing to confront or actively disappoint my grandparents because of my lack of religious
faith. For years my parents would claim they had failed for not having imbued me with their
faitthey certainly tried hard enough in my view, but the inoculation simply didn't take and |
never felt religion was relevant to my life.
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Q: Well, did you run across the thing of your parents or grandparents getting kind of
making sure that you were dating nice Jewish girls and that sort of thing?

BECKER: There was some of that. Even in California there were Jewish communities,
centered on the synagogue, and | suppose that many of my closest friends in school were
Jewish. On the other hand, some of my first loves were WASPa shortstop in the fourth
grade, and an orchestra percussionist in my first year of high school.

Q: It was more the occupation.

BECKER: Perhaps. When | had dates at all, they were more likely to be with non-Jews
than Jews. Given society's religious breakdown, that's not unusual.

Q: I know it's interesting, when I've interviewed people who come from a Greek
background, they may have played around, but almost all of them ended up with nice
Greek wives.

BECKER: The irony— the real irony — is that my wife comes from a Jewish home. | met
my wife Peggy — we've been married almost 38 years —when | was a first-year grad
student and she was a freshman in college. The question of Judaism was never a major
issue or a bond for uit was more an accident that produced a sigh of relief by my parents
and her parents. Peggy's parents probably thought | was a commie from Berkeley anyway
who hung out with motorcyclists and pot smokers. | was none of those. What ultimately
won my in-laws over was the belief that their daughter was marrying a professional-in-
traininalmost a lawyer or a doctor.

Q: Did she play baseball or was a drummer?

BECKER: No she didn't. We undoubtedly avoided a lot of family grief just by the fact that
we were Jewish, but we opted out to the extent possible from the Jewishness of both sides
of our family.
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Q: When you came back, this would be what '62 or so?
BECKER: To California, yes.

Q: To the University of California, | mean, talk about Berkeley at that time, what was it
like?

BECKER: | was waiting to find myself or define myself politically in a way that | hadn't
before. Every issue under the sun was present in microcosm on the Berkeley campus.
National political issues were quickly translated into local political activism by an aware
student body and a tolerant organizing atmosphere on campus. Students were coming
back with tales of participating in the Mississippi freedom rides. As a matter of fact, my
father-in-law, my future wife's father, had been very active in equal opportunity and civil
rights activities through his civic associations at a time when Jews and blacks forged a
logical working alliance based on their shared experiences as oppressed groups. He

was a small businessman, and | was immersed in the student activism on issues of civil
rights. When the Diem regime in Vietnam fell in 1963, it was an awakening for many
young people. One of the first Vietnam teach-ins took place on the Berkeley campus,

and the reality of what was going on in Southeast Asia was brought to the fore. Groups
like the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) were especially active in Berkeley. It appeared to many students that
the Kennedy administration, which had come into office with the promise of progressive
reform, was being tainted or pulled along by old-style political manipulations. | was
involved marginally in civil rights activities in my spare time, but | gravitated more and
more toward the anti-war movement. | also took part in the Free Speech Movement. It was
a local issue that gained nationwide attention because it reflected the nation's changing
culture and social mores from the buttoned-down '50s to the let-it-hang-out '60s, as well as
the political turmoil over civil rights and the U.S. role as a world policeman. Of course, the
campus was also well populated by conservative political and social groups. Fraternities
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and sororities were visible and influential, and the buzz or brush haircut, then called the
crew cut, was at least as popular as long hair at the time.

Q: The Free Speech Movement, what was his name— Mario?
BECKER: Savio.

Q: Savio. It was one of these names you almost conjured with it at the time. What, as you
saw it at that time, was it about and what were you involved in?

BECKER: It was about the kind of intellectual environment that a university should
encourage or represent. Where the rubber met the road was the right of student groups
to use the university campus and adjacent areas as a public platform and to organize
and recruit for any and all political causes, whether it was human and civil rights, military
intervention in the Dominican Republic, anti-Vietnam war protests, opposition to ROTC
and the draft, support for humanitarian relief efforts abroad, or even recruitment for the
Peace Corps which came into being in 1961. Berkeley probably sent more students

into the Peace Corps in the early years than any other college campus. Berkeley

was a center of anti-establishment student protest. As the chancellor reminded us

at our commencement in 1965, the campus had enjoyed this reputation since it was
founded almost 100 years earlier. Berkeley students believed fervently in academic self-
government, much in the tradition of European universities, as well as in the concept of
an intellectual community that should be more open than closed or directed. It was a time
when Clark Kerr, the president of the UC system, was trying to build the university into an
institution that would train a professional workforce and generate scientific knowledge to
meet the needs of a changing economy and society. Many students had the feeling that
they were being treated as ciphers or as a worker pool for large governmental or corporate
purposes. The impersonal bureaucracy prevalent on ever-growing university campuses
throughout the country contributed to this mood. Student protests were starting to appear
at Wisconsin, Michigan, even Yale and Harvard.
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Q: Columbia.
BECKER: And Columbia. Much more civilized at Harvard and Yale.

Q: Well, a couple of things. | think the reason I like to talk about this is | think this is an
interesting period in our society particularly the people who ended up in the Foreign
Service or another type of work who went through this process particularly at the
University of California and some of the other places you've just mentioned. One, | have
the feeling that a certain amount of these movements were people trying, | mean they
were talking about tolerance and letting everything go, but yet at the same time these were
people who with the enthusiasm of youth weren't really very tolerant and also trying their
wings as demagogues or whatever they wanted to do. They mean they shout down people
they didn't like. Did you get that feeling at all?

BECKER: There was always the element of replacing one intolerance with another. When
one embraces a cause, it's often accompanied by a loss of tolerance for the other side. It's
part of the growth process to test the limits of convention. Demonstrating tolerance shows
even more growth. Historians recognize that the '50s were intellectually a particularly
stifling decade, when society promoted conformity and sometimes severely penalized
dissent and activism for social causes outside a narrow set of norms. For instance, the
beat generation in the '50s didn't relate to anything or anybody. Its nihilism was quite
attractive to youth and a few unemployed poets. Unfortunately, the nihilism of the '50s
was replayed in the '60s in a different form, maybe shedding black for the multi-colors of
the psychedelic and tune-out generation, a phenomenon | could never understand. Mine
was a generation of commitment to something beyond oneself. | debated momentarily
whether | would be one of those to join the Peace Corps, but ultimately decided | would go
on to graduate school. My second year in grad school, | was awarded a National Defense
Education Act fellowship for intending university professors, because | wanted to make the
world a better place as a teacher and mentor to the next generation.
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Q: Tell me during the time you were at Berkeley did you particularly attach yourself to
anyone, | mean you had a multiplicity of causes. Are there any that you got involved in
particularly or not?

BECKER: | felt in retrospect | had missed the boat by not committing myself, heart and
soul, to the struggle for civil rights. | was in awe of Martin Luther King, Jr. There were
some local issues, but the big issue during the time that | was an undergraduate at
Berkeley was Vietnam. We were all subject to the draft. We all felt personally affected.
There was a tremendous numbers game going on, and it was an unfair and unpredictable
playing field. The draft district you were registered in would dictate whether or not you
might be conscripted. | lived in a socially and economically mixed district — this was
before the more equitable birthday lottery system was introduced — in which there was not
too much likelihood that a college student would get a draft notice, but there was always
the pressure to keep your grades up and carry a full academic load. And | had barely
survived my freshman year at Washington U. You had to be walking the straight-and-
narrow at school. More than once, university administrators would allude to the linkage
between our current behavior and the possibility that the government might sanction us
for straying from the approved path. So there was this tension between the institutions of
authority and the large number of us coming from conventional middle class households
or at least aspiring to middle class status. This was a first taste of real freedom and self-
definition for most of us, but it was not balanced by a sense of personal responsibility for
our actions. | suppose | was better grounded intellectually than a lot of my peers because
our dinner table at home was fairly tolerant of differing views. Our discussions might create
a little heartburn, but it always passed. There was never a question of being shown the
door or being sanctioned for expressing one's view, but one could actually act on one's
convictions once out from under the parental roof.

| was involved in some of those first teach-ins and other activities relating to the anti-war
movement. Even though Europe was my area intellectually, | came to see some of the
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big issues, such as how far you could impose an international order based upon anti-
communism and what limits existed to the unilateral exercise of power by a great power.
Many other human needs — such as protecting human rights, fighting poverty, preserving
the environment — were not yet central issues in the international arena at that time.
Despite my youthful idealism, | was perhaps too cynical or too skeptical to adopt some

of the grand conspiracy theories and global solutions that many of my classmates were
prone to accept. Rather than rejecting “the system” as irretrievably rotten or evil, | believed
the government and the state needed to be and could be reformed, and that we as citizens
and human beings had to become participants rather than anarchists or nihilists. | didn't
believe in revolutionary change. | had read enough U.S. and world history to know that
revolution was a frustrating, brutal and ultimately futile experience in the vast majority

of instances. My basic nature was that of an incrementalist — things could change with
concerted effort.

The assassination of John Kennedy in '63 had a profound impact on my generation,

it goes without saying. Even if we didn't understand all the ramifications at the time,

we understood there was an underlying reality that always tempered the perception of
idealism, that is, political forces were in many cases larger and beyond the control of any
individual. Of course, individualif there were enough of them bonded together with similar
goals — could make a difference if the political moment was right. When | was in graduate
school — and of course graduate students always had a lot of time on their hands — |
ran a precinct campaign office for Eugene McCarthy during the 1968 primary election.
This was for me the ultimate expression of this commitment to make a difference, even
on a small political stage. The stage was a district, which astonishingly was a John Birch
Society stronghold.

Q: John Birch, you might explain who John Birch was.

BECKER: The John Birch Society evolved during the anti-communist hysteria of the 1950s
and became a phenomenon of the 1960s as an ultra-conservative political movement with
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overtones of racism and worship of the status quo. There were a number of pockets in
southern California where | was living at that time.

Q: Where, what precinct was it?

BECKER: This was the Pomona-Claremont area at the eastern edge of Los Angeles
County pushing up against the San Bernardino foothills. Even though the district
encompassed the politically liberal Claremont college community — | was a student at
Claremont Graduate School at that time — lower-income black and Hispanic communities
in the area were politically quiescent or marginalized to a large degree, in contrast to the
highly politicized status of urban blacks just a few miles away. Many in the white working
and middle classes were split over the growing clout and unsatisfied demands of the civil
rights movement nationally. Organized, well-funded groups on the right were frequently
able to capitalize on white fears of civil disorder and diminishing political influence.

Q: A classmate of mine from the sixth grade, | went to school in San Marino was Johnny
Rousselot.

BECKER: John Rousselot. He was the congressman of our district, which was
gerrymandered in such a way that it included affluent San Marino and Pasadena to the
west and politically conservative Pomona, while the large racially mixed and presumably
more liberal towns directly in between were excluded. Our McCarthy organization did a
tremendous job of mobilizing first-time voters in the primary campaign, actually defeating
late campaign entry Robert Kennedy, who nonetheless won the state primary race.
Having won the battle but lost the war, | had just gotten off the phone after congratulating
my Kennedy campaign counterpart and saw the shocking tragedy of Robert Kennedy's
assassination on TV.

Q: Well, at Berkeley, how as you were studying foreign affairs, international concerns, how
was your faculty, the professors? Where were they coming out to do this?
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BECKER: Most of the professors, | recall, were left-leaninsome were very tolerant while
others adopted doctrinaire postures. | took one noteworthy course on the first amendment,
actually freedom of speech, taught by comedian Lenny Bruce's trial lawyer. Not all of
them were liberal by any stretch, however. There were some older faculty members who
were refugees from communism or Nazism or some of the less than savory European
autocracies. Others were veterans of the Allied military coalition against the Axis during
World War Il. These scholars presented a different perspective than the homegrown,
post-WWII generation of academics. One of my professors, a Russian #migr# named
Nicholas Riasanovsky, taught Russian history from its origins through the communist
period. His point of view was distinctly right wing, anti-communist and perhaps even a little
monarchist. Communism to him was a unique, aberrant phenomenon in Russian history,
and the Soviet Union was more Russian than ideologically communist. For those of us
already steeped in the works of the “realpolitikers,” the Soviet regime, like its Russian
predecessors, would ultimately act in accordance with “national interests” and would be
limited in its ambitions by a balance of power. Whether the USSR could be checked by

a Western ideological crusade or by a policy of containment was a very real issue for the
classroom.

Another professor who influenced me greatly, the diplomatic historian Raymond Sontag,
postulated that concentrated political power always generated countervailing power, and
that one could fashion an effective foreign policy based on a corollary of the Clausewitzian
principle that diplomacy is war by other means. Sontag's view was that military power is
just another tool in the hands of the skilled diplomat. Where Clausewitz and Sontag agreed
was that war and peace are not antithetical. Elements of both are almost always at play in
international affairs, and the soldier and the diplomat are not mortal enemies, but parts of a
larger national security equation.

Q: Well, so often young people in universities particularly at this time and other places are
attracted to Marxism because it gives a rather simplistic answer to many things and it's
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very appealing to young people first trying their intellectual wings. Did this attract you at
all?

BECKER: Not at all. | was too much of a skeptic to accept large conspiracy views. | read
a lot of Marx. | also read some of the ideological tracts of prominent conservatives. | was
always skeptical of the grand views of history and impressed by one of the things that
Sontag always highlighted in his courses: key turning points in history were engineered
by individuals who just happened to be in the right place at the right time to effect major
change. In a sense, it was an accidental theory of histornot elegant or integrated but
certainly having a great deal of factual evidence to support it. Regardless of what large
political social trends might seem transcendent, powerful, visionary individuals made
things happen at key points in time. Where those persons did not rise to the top, major
movements were known to fall flat or fail through distortion or dilution. By the mid-60s,

| had become steeped in the history of the Soviet Union and the politics of communist
systems. | later taught Soviet history and foreign policy, convinced that the strength of
the Bolshevik Revolution was not an idea whose ideological force was overwhelming, but
the result of determined men and women who were motivated by certain ideas, power
drives and personal goals. Frequently the losing side in great historical contests for power
lacked that quality because the traditional rulers were too inbred, organizationally weak
or bureaucratically inept to bring their potential power to bear on new challenges. Great
forces in history are influenced by individuals and that's always been critical. I've always
taken the historian's view that it's a very complex world out there and one had to master
all of the elements. The political scientist, by contrast, looks for rules and patterns of social
behavior that can be categorized and predictea much neater view of the human condition.
| entered an interdisciplinary graduate program because | was convinced that | needed to
strengthen my understanding not only of history, but of economics, culture, sociology as
well as the behavioral sciences.

Q: This was at?
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BECKER: At Claremont Graduate School.
Q: At Claremont Graduate School.

BECKER: Rather than looking at the world solely as an historian or as a political scientist,
| think the multidisciplinary approach improved my outlook and analytic skills, although

it probably degraded my marketability when | wanted to break into a specific academic
specialty.

Q: Well, you were, in the first place, Claremont is what? Where does it fit in the system of
California?

BECKER: It's a private graduate-level university. It is one of six associated colleges in
Claremont. The other five are undergraduate — the best known is Pomona College. The
international relations program at Claremont Graduate School was inter-disciplinary,
distinct from the departments of government, history or economics. The six colleges
shared faculty and facilities and had a very international flavor. There were Indians,
Pakistanis, Latin Americans and Africans in abundance. | naturally gravitated towards
European affairs, my continuing interest. My principal graduate professor, Fred Warner
Neal, was an authority on Yugoslavia, but it was a very eclectic faculty. It was not in

the front ranks of graduate education, but it was on a pretty high level secondary tier. |
had wanted to continue at Berkeley, but the graduate programs in history and political
science had a bias against accepting Berkeley undergraduates. They wanted to draw their
graduate students from a wider pool. Claremont became an attractive option.

Q: What were you pointed towards?

BECKER: | decided, and | guess it was because of the strength of the faculty at Berkeley,
to pursue a doctoral degree in order to enter the academic profession. | was always aware
of the option of going into the Foreign Service with my interest in international affairs. | had
done very little traveling outside the United States when | was younger, virtually none, so
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my interest in international affairs was not based on personal experiences abroad, but on
my academic readings and my association with broad array of college classmates from
foreign countries.

Q: Did you graduate from Claremont?
BECKER: | got a doctorate from Claremont.
Q: What was your dissertation?

BECKER: My dissertation analyzed the development and the application of the Federal
German Republic's eastern policy from a historical perspective. | postulated that Germany
historically had an eastern orientation or outreach, but the division of Europe and
Germany after WWII frustrated that tendency. | found the Federal Republic's (that is,

West Germany's) internal politics delicately balanced between a Western orientation
embraced by the Christian Democrats (CDU), which dominated national politics for the
first two decades of the country's existence, and the Social Democrats (SPD) advocacy

of Germany's historic “Mittel-europa” role as a bridge between East and West, despite
East Germany's absorption into a Soviet-controlled empire. Both political parties professed
a desire for a reunified Germany. However, the CDU accepted the reality of a divided
Europe, embraced the military and political leadership of the United States, and sought
economic integration with the rest of Western Europe. West Germany's separation from

its eastern sibling also helped to maintain the CDU in the majority, since much of the
traditional voting strength of the SPD had come from the eastern part of Germany, which
was under Soviet control. The CDU was willing to set aside a lot of Germany's historic self-
identification as an East-West bridge. Germany's sense of being an all-inclusive center for
cultural and political life in Europe, which had been distorted or taken to its racist extreme
under Hitler's expansionist philosophy, had been embodied in the Holy Roman Empire

as well as in Bismarck's drive to unify Germany. | tracked the competition and interplay of
these two West German world views from 1949 to 1969. | started work on my dissertation
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about '68, at the historic moment when a grand coalition of Christian Democrats and
Social Democrats was in the making. This single governing coalition brought the tensions
and the unresolved historical issues into the policy making process. Controlling the West
German foreign ministry for the first time, the SPD launched an aggressive diplomatic
outreach toward the communist world, opening diplomatic relations with Romania, making
diplomatic inroads in Poland and Czechoslovakia and indeed moderating the very hostile
adversarial relationship that had existed between the West German Republic and the
Soviet Union. Indeed, some U.S. policymakers feared that the new West German coalition
would weaken that country's ties to the West and commitment to anti-communist solidarity
worldwide.

Q: Did you get over to Germany at this point?

BECKER: | could not get funds to travel. It was one of the great frustrations of my graduate
school career. | was already married at the time and, if the opportunity had presented
itself, | wouldn't have been able to take my wife. | basically relied on secondary sources,
archives and interviews where | could, so while it was an interesting topic well worth
pursuing, and my dissertation committee was impressed with my effort, | probably treated
it somewhat superficially.

Q: You've mentioned before, but could you give us just a little bit, because this is obviously
an important part of your career, what was your wife's background?

BECKER: My wife's background was in many respects similar to my own. Her ancestors
had also come from central Europe, specifically Hungary and the Ukraine. They had
settled in lowa, where they took up farming. My future father-in-law had been a promising
student when the Depression hit, but had to quit school to help support the family on

the farm. He had no opportunity to explore his own intellectual potential, and so the
atmosphere my wife grew up in was not one of ideas. It was a fairly close-knit family, as
was mine, but it was not an outward looking family nor was there a strong value placed
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on educating girl children. In the end, my wife and her sister lived at home and went to
local colleges, paying the expenses out of their own savings, but surprisingly both came
out of this experience with a curiosity about the world. My wife's sister spent her junior
year abroad in Sweden. This created tension in the family because my intended was

the younger sister and, besides, we were not prepared to hold up the wedding until she
got back. In the end, my wife and | found that among the many basic values we held in
common was an appreciation for other cultures and the world beyond our immediate
experience. My wife later put me through college, making it possible for me to complete
my education. The fellowship | received paid minimally beyond tuition and a small stipend
to cover books and supplies.

Q: What was she doing?

BECKER: She quit school after her first year, when we got married and set up a little
household. Money quickly dominated our lives, and my wife went to work for the telephone
company as a switchboard operator. We used to joke that she was the “call girl” in the
family. Then she worked on a bank switchboard for a while. She basically put aside
whatever professional or educational objectives she had at that time. She had less than
two years of college when she went to work to help support me through school. A number
of my colleagues in graduate school, under similar economic circumstances, finished

up their master's degrees and joined the Foreign Service. | decided to pursue the Ph.D.
because | wanted to make my impact in the classroom, just as so many professors had
made an impact on me. As | slogged through my research and writing, however, | found
that academic research really wasn't my cup of tea, and | began to have doubts about my
chosen profession. | had a serious confrontation with my parents about my objectives. |
finally exploded at them, saying this was too much of a burden on me, my young wife and
our marriage. “I'm going to quit and get a real job.”

Q: This is tape two, side one with Rick Becker. You were saying your mother was
adamant.
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BECKER: My mother was particularly adamant, to the point of irrationality. Even though
my parents were providing me with virtually no support, she replied, “If you don't finish

up your Ph.D. and complete what you committed to do, I'm never going to speak to you
again.” This kind of language I'd never heard from my parents. There had never been
ultimatums. | doubt that | took her threat seriously, but her tone was difficult to ignore. My
parents were treating me brutally and as if | didn't have a mind of my own. Perhaps in their
own lame way they were trying to point out that | didn't have an alternate game plan. Job
prospects at that time were not good, anyway. What | was going to do if | left school before
getting my doctorate? | wasn't quite sure. At least until Selective Service rules changed in
1969, the draft continued to loom as a deterrent to leaving school.

There had been limited opportunities at Claremont to be a graduate teaching or research
assistant, but | taught a summer course in Soviet history at nearby Cal Poly-Pomona in
1968. You may recall what was happening in the summer of '68. | was plodding through
the standard lesson plan and texts — Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev. It was a hot summer
and the students' minds were elsewhere. All of a sudden, the Soviet Union invaded
Czechoslovakia, putting an end to the Prague Spring of democratization and presumptive
independence from the Soviet empire. | walked into class one morning in August, in the
midst of this international drama, and told the students, “Throw out your textbooks, start
looking at the newspaper and analyze what's happening. This is no longer history, this

IS current events, and we're going to apply our knowledge of the Soviet Union and the
international environment in Europe to this historic moment.” The course changed over
night. The classroom experience re-energized me.

My wife and | huddled and together decided that we would finish the doctorate. | soldiered
on, without making any fateful decision to change course. Frankly, the fellowship that was
barely sustaining my wife and me played a large role in setting my direction. By 1970 the
dissertation was largely finished, but | hadn't defended it and without that | wouldn't get
the doctorate. | started scouting around for teaching jobs. In September of that year | went
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to an academic conference and was trolling the halls, much like at a job fair. | had been

in graduate school for five years. | had lost much of my enthusiasm for the dissertation,
although 1 still wanted to teach at the university level. My wife was working very hard to
keep us afloat. We had a very small apartment in West Los Angeles, where we had moved
because it was closer to major university research facilities and because my asthma had
began to act up in smoggy Claremont.At the conference | interviewed for and was offered
a job by the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque. The university was and is well
known for its very strong Latin American studies program. They had just lost their Eastern
European specialist in the political science department, who was expected to teach a
heavy share of introductory courses besides those in his specialty. The university was
desperate to fill the vacancy. It was already the first week of classes. | didn't know whether
the incumbent had bolted and run, whether he had dropped dead of a heart attack, or
whether he was intimidated by all the Latin Americanists who provided the university with
its bread and butter. But here was an opportunity that fell into my lap. So | called my wife
and said, “Pack up. We have to be in Albuguerque in eight days.” Eight days!

| went to New Mexico as visiting assistant professor, the lowest rung on the academic
totem pole. New Mexico was sort of an artificial environment for me. There was no real
expectation that | would stay on for a second year. In any event, the faculty tended to treat
the non-Latin American specialists as a breed apart and indeed somewhat inferior. One
political scientist, an expert on Norway and Sweden, did his own thing. However, it was a
department that was anchored by the Latin American studies program. Nice folks, but they
were in their own little world. After a year, | moved on to a tenure-track appointment at a
newly opened campus of the University of Wisconsin.

Q: I think this probably is a good place to stop. Why don't we pick this up? | put at the end
of the tape where we are so we'll know where to pick it up.

BECKER: | had no idea this session had gone so fast.
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Q: We'll pick this up in 1971 when you went to Wisconsin?
Q: Today is the 23rd of November, 2004. Rick, you're off to Wisconsin '70 to '71?

BECKER: | was at New Mexico for a year as a visiting assistant professor and as its lone
East European-Soviet affairs specialist on a campus devoted to Latin American politics
and culture. There was no tenure-track appointment in the offing, so | moved on to the
University of Wisconsin, which was rapidly expanding at that time. They'd opened up two
new campuses. One at Green Bay and one at Parkside, between Kenosha and Chicago
to the south and Racine and Milwaukee to the north. So, my odyssey from California
continued in an eastward direction, following the job opportunities in academia, which
were pretty poor during that period. My wife and | packed up the cat, the car and our
possessions and moved northeast.

UW Parkside was a small campus near Lake Michigan. It was just getting off the ground.
The school seemed to hold a lot of promise because the university said it wanted to put
the full weight and reputation of Madison campus behind research-oriented faculty at the
new campuses. Parenthetically, there w